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Roth: Working with Bertolt Brecht

Working With Bertolt Brecht*
Wolfgang Roth
I met Brecht in 1928; Traugott Mueller, Erwin Piscator's designer and my teacher,
introduced us. Brecht was then preparing a production of The Three Penny Opera
in the theatre which is now the home of the Berliner Ensemble.
Brecht introduced me to Caspar Neher, his designer, for whom I began work as
a second assistant on the Three Penny Opera. From 1929-1932 I worked on and
off at the Piscator-Theatre where a unit of playwrights, composers, writers and
film people functioned as Piscator's advisors and dramaturgical assistants. Brecht
was head of this writers-group and his influence was very strong. It was at this
time that the term "epic theatre" was born: Brecht attributed this word to Piscator.
Between 1929 and 1933 I worked with Brecht on several productions in addition
to The Three Penny Opera. I participated in the production of The Mother based
on Gorki's novel, planned and produced with very limited funds . (Brecht produced
this play again after the war as part of the Berliner Ensemble repertory.) In the
early 1930's I designed a political musical revue written by Brecht called Oh How
Content We Are which was shown in a large Berlin concert hall with a cast
consisting of Peter Lorre, Helene Weigel, Lotte Lenya, Ernst Busch, and others,
with music by Kurt Weill and Hanns Eisler. With Teo Otto, I assisted on BrechtEisler's film Kuhle Wampe. Man is Man was another production where I assisted
Caspar Neher at the Berlin State Theatre. During these years I designed small
touring political productions; some of them written by Brecht. Although all of
us who worked in these shows were professional theatre people, we worked
without pay. Brecht and I planned a marionette show based on his poem "The
Three Soldiers." Hitler interfered with this project. Brecht first and I shortly
after left our beloved Berlin. Early in 1933 I followed Brecht but never quite
caught up with him- he had always just left. Much later, in the forties, we met
in New York where we started to work on an adaptation of Webster's The
Duchess of Malfi for Elizabeth Bergner. His concept was to recreate the Elizabethan
stage for this production. It never got beyond the planning stage. Another project
discussed, but never realized was the staging of his play about a contemporary
Joan of Arc, The Visions of Simone Machard .
These early years were exciting and inspiring. Brecht was total theatre for me,
poet, playwright, creative, intuitive- a practical man who shrewdly knew everything there was to know about "show business," and I mean just that. He also
was a man who believed in fun, joy, and jokes. A man of knowledge, who believed
in inventiveness and improvisation. A man who was constantly curious. He influenced my development and this influence is still with me. He said, "If there
*This paper was originally read at the Second International Brecht Symposium held April 1-3,
1971 , on the campuses of Rutgers University and Douglas College.
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isn't any fun or amusement or laughter in the theatre, there shouldn't be any
theatre at all." He wanted us designers to like what we were doing and to have
fun with it, creatively and physically. We worked long hours, days and nights, to
achieve what we were trying to accomplish so that it all looked in his words
"hbflich" (polite). Our goal was to be part of a whole which should entertain
audiences by its own qualities, beautiful materials, colors, clarity and cleanliness.
He was against spoiling good surfaces with lousy paint jobs. He disliked the word
"scenery," namely picture postcard scenery. He called a designer a "stage builder"
and scenery "stage construction". The function of these stage constructions was
to tell the spectator that he was in the theatre not in England, Greece, Scotland,
etc. "The theatre, " he said, "has to become a fascinating reality like a prize fight
in Madison Square Garden, where audiences become part of the happening."
(Where is Brecht's famous theory of alienation?) He said that it would be best
to expose all stage equipment to the audience, but he, especially in his later years,
digressed from this quite often, and I say rightly so. The set ought to look like
it needs to last only two hours-only to indicate the reality of the time. Designs
and stage constructions should be the result of the director's stage blocking and
therefore should be practical and be part of the performance. Brecht's genius and
craftsmanship, his tremendous involvement made it possible and necessary that
he often contradicted himself. He was an intuitive man whose work came first,
his theories later. There is no Brecht method-the attempt by other less talented
people than Brecht to recreate a Brechtian theatre by applying Brechtian theory
can only lead to failure. This constant assumption that "Brecht-Theatre" is only
possible with the use of placards, exposed lighting equipment, half-high front
curtains and similar devices leads to a great misunderstanding. This is not necessarily epic theatre . He himself often debunked the epic label (Lotte Lenya visited
him in his kitchen in East Berlin in the 50's after they had not seen each other
in many years. He asked Lenya to sing some of his earlier songs to him as he
had not heard her for many years. Lenya jokingly: "I don't know, maybe I'm not
epic enough for you ." Brecht smiling: "Lenya, for me you are epic enough all the
time.")
He smiled when confronted with questions or doubts: "I dont know myself
what I want, let's try something else." His taste for theatre was as varied as his
talent. He enjoyed musical comedy. He loved Chinese theatre and prize fights as
he loved his Mercedes. He admired Max Reinhardt whose productions certainly
bore no resemblance to his own plays and his best actors in those years were
academically trained performers whose faculties made it possible for Brecht to
reshape them for his purposes.
In 1929 in Brecht's beautiful studio overlooking Berlin there were a couple of us
young ones sitting on a couch covered with monkey skin, looking at a large piece
of plywood or blackboard on his wall, the same blackboard on which Caspar Neher
used to design as we all sat around discussing a play. Brecht lectured: "Take
from the old and the new, take from the Arts , the theatre lives from all the Arts ,
past and present." The stage builder should have to offer ein Bild (a set), which
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the eyes of the audience should enjoy, which in itself should be a totality like a
piece of good sculpture. Often he used illusionistic effects, the very approach
he sometimes attacked. He didn't like opera but wrote together with Hanns Eisler
in his first year of immigration a grand opera for the tenor, Richard Tauber. Just
for the fun of it and to make money. It was never produced. In The Measure Taken
which Teo Otto and I co-designed, he employed conventional opera singers and a
conventionally trained opera chorus to achieve the results he wanted. In America,
he tried desperately to find somebody willing to produce The Visions of Simone
Machard . He hollered finally, "I don't care if Shirley Temple plays it, only do it."
Back to the stage. A set should be part of the play, not just the surroundings. We
should not only consider the aesthetics but also consider how it can make a
statement. He continued, "Don't fool the audience with lots of fancy machinery
and technical gimmicks." At the same time he said, "Machinery is necessary and
sometimes it might be our job to rebuild a whole theatre for the purpose of one
play." Despite the contradiction between theory and actual production, his work
came out alive. Brecht hated discussions, but loved arguing. "Don 't talk so much,
don't give me a reason, to hell with the play, show me what you want to do."
And if he could use something he kept it, the same thing he did with his actors.
He was interested in the working together of master and pupil, "Then," he said,
"pupils learn as masters and masters become pupils. " Or "Don't try to put everything into something where it doesn't belong. You only do that to cover up your
inability. You substitute things for essence. The performers should be the greatest
part of our scenery: when the setting becomes a comfortable place for actors to
walk around in, only then it is meaningful, no effects, they're not necessary, no
false moods." He wrote once a poem about lights. "Give me more light, electrician,
more light. I want to see in order to hear better." And yet there were times he
stubbornly insisted on effects. (When Edward Kook, the head of Century Lighting
in New York, saw Brecht at work with the Berlin Ensemble some years ago,
he said upon his return to New York, "You know, this goddamn communist, he
never uses colored gelatins but his stage is so god damn colorful.") When the stage
construction shows too much evidence of great thinking and the play does not,
then you hurt the performance. I would prefer then a bad set. The designer's
process of work should be slow, constantly experimenting-the wishes of the
playwright, director and performer or composer should be the fountainhead of
invention. I learned to understand and accept this approach. "Learn from History,"
Brecht says, "but at the right moment throw it away. Don't be hindered by
historical accuracy." He didn't care whether or not the button on Pelagea
Wlassowa's coat was authentic, but she needed the button. He taught us that a
piece of wall and a stool are already very much, that it is difficult to put the
two onto a stage, but that they should not only be there for the practical needs
of the actor, but should also stand in good relationship to each other and be
effective by themselves . That which doesn't perform on the stage should not be
onstage. Theatre, I do think, has much to do with imitation, imitation has a
relationship with fantasy and Brecht had that fantasy, and I learned to use it.
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Theatre, we learned, lives by its own truth and rules-it is not literature. The
designer should be guided by his theatre instincts, not by literary theory. He
should be humanistic and dialectic in his approach, not dogmatic, always be
challenged by his curiosity to produce a new concept no matter whether the
theatre is regarded as a pulpit or as a place of alienation, as theatre, as a school,
or whatever; our job should be not to be dogmatic. "A designer should rely on
nothing," Brecht once said. No mannerisms, no style, almost not even an experience.
Knowledge about Vergiinglichkeit (transitoriness) is his art, and the gift of
forgetting is his help. It's impossible to think of a designer as a self-centered
specialist. A designer should study and know political, artistic and human developments and read the daily newspapers. He has to be his own dramaturge and
director. He has to form his own picture of theatrical presentations. It would be
bad for a designer to regard himself as self-important because of character or
prestige. He has to subordinate himself to the performance, but it doesn't mean
he shouldn't make important contributions. Happy should be the designer who
doesn't remember what he did for a production some years ago. Brecht taught
me that my task as a theatre-person and especially as a stage builder is a wonderful one, that I should be concerned to show others the world in which they have
to live. Brecht puts doubts and questions in our minds, he made us put our finger
on the accounts : how did it get there, why did it get there?
When in those years I worked as designer in political cabarets, I did what I
had been taught to do- namely to abolish "scenery." Instead of designing I wrote
poems and songs and accompanied myself on the guitar. This too, I had learned
from Brecht und Traugott Mueller.
When we sat in his little apartment on 57th street in New York discussing and
working on the plans for Th e Duchess of Malfi he pointed to a beautiful mask
of a Japanese fiend on his wall and said, "The stage should look like this mask,
pure wood with some gold in it and beautifully angry." This is the mask about
which he wrote a beautiful poem, the last line of which was : "How exhausting it
is to be evil."
Brecht became a friend of mine as did his family. We spent much time together.
We regularly exchanged English crime and mystery stories and went to American
movies together. He loved wild west and gangster films and also Chaplin comedies.
We went to boxing matches which were to Brecht a great theatre experience. Many
famous prize fighters were his friends. Finally, a comment by Brecht, "To fulfill
all aspirations in the theatre is to be looked on as unreachable .. ." If I seem to
have contradicted myself in discussing Bertolt Brecht, I'm only proving what a
good student of Brecht's I am.
New York
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